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The announcement of Ron’s death has been one of the saddest moments I have had 
in many years; by all means the early death of friends is certainly what hurts you 
most. And Ron was for me, and many others, a deep friend, a close friend even if we 
were living nearly 10000 kilometers from each other. 
We met in 1971 in the University of Western Ontario, in London, Ontario at the 
occasion of some sort of summer school on Language Theory. I spent 6 weeks there 
with my wife and 3 children who were at that time 11, 8 and 4. In one day this 
friendship was established not only between Ron and me but also between Ron and 
my wife, between Ron and each of my 3 children. We did some work together on a 
crazy family of languages which 1 call myself BNP (the P is for Mike Paterson who 
contributed to this work too) mainly during a summer Ron spent in France, mostly in 
a small village of 300 inhabitants where 1 bought an old farm house in 1973. 25 years 
later some people from this village are still remembering this smiling American who 
did not speak French but who succeeded with his hands and with his smiles, smiles 
in his eyes, smiles on his mouth, smiles all over his face, to communicate with them, 
to share with them his energy, his joy of life. Ron indeed liked this place where he 
could look at the corn growing. I remember him telling me several times that on the 
4th July the corn should be “knee high”, he liked talking to the farmers there. He was 
born and grew up in such a farming community; he did not like large towns, he did 
not like the sophistication of the traditional elite, he liked simple people working day 
after day to grow crops. 
Ron worked day after day to grow crops, not in corn fields but in the field of 
Theoretical Computer Science; in language theory first, then in complexity theory, and 
maybe the best topic, the one which will feed for a long time the future generations 
in “rewriting systems”. He was a bit shy; he felt uneasy with too talkative people who 
can by the magic of their words make you believe whatever they wish, true or false. 
He always wanted to see all the details, and checked them, convinced himself, then 
convinced others. He was hard working day after day and extremely dedicated to his 
work. 
An other pleasant aspect of his personality is that he was also very dedicated to his 
students. He has had many from all origins. I happen to know several of them and I 
know that they keep in the deepest of their mind the highest esteem and gratitude for 
their former supervisor. Though I have not been a student of Ron (we were roughly 
the same age), 1 keep also deep inside me a very high esteem and gratitude for him. 
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We met when we were both in our early thirties but in many ways, maybe because 
his life had been less easy than mine he was more mature and less naive than I was; 
and undoubtedly I learned from him a lot. 
He was accompanied for a large part of his life by his wife Celia. I would like 
her to know how much I feel sympathy with her, for her. She is also an excellent 
Computer Scientist and likely she will try to drown her sorrow in scientific work; but 
it is certainly difficult to forget Ron’s smile, Ron’s gentleness from which he never 
departed whoever he was talking to and which hid an iron will to understand and to 
grow, theorem after theorem, nice scientific crops. 
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